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Trends in the Relative Household Income of  
Working-Age Men With Work Limitations





Policy makers relying on public-use Current Population Survey (CPS) data to measure the success of government policies 
in overcoming the gap in economic well-being between working-age men with and without disabilities will understate the 
mean income of both and overstate the relative economic well-being of the former. This understatement results from 
topcoding in the public-use CPS, which suppresses top incomes in the data set. Using cell means with the public-use CPS, 
the authors better correct for these topcoding problems than alternate methods and provide a relative economic well-being 
series (1980–2006) based on the mean incomes of working-age men with and without disabilities.
Keywords: income; earnings; inequality; work limitations; topcoding
Since the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, policy researchers have increasingly 
tracked the economic well-being of working-age people 
with disabilities relative to their peers without disabili-
ties (for a review of this literature, see Stapleton & 
Burkhauser, 2003; Houtenville, Weathers, Stapleton, & 
Burkhauser, 2009). However, all previous work on these 
comparisons has been based on the public-use March 
Current Population Survey (CPS). For confidentiality 
reasons, the Census Bureau does not provide full infor-
mation on the amount of income from each income 
source (e.g., wages and salary, interest, dividends, 
Supplemental Security Income, etc.) found in the restric-
ted access internal CPS. In a practice called “topcoding,” 
for incomes above some value in the public-use CPS—
the topcode threshold—the Census Bureau reports 
income as equal to this topcode threshold rather than 
providing the exact recorded value from the internal 
CPS. Since 1995, the Census Bureau has also provided 
the mean of all topcoded values—the cell mean—for 
some of these income sources. Using a cell mean 
for topcoded values rather than the topcode threshold for 
that source of income more accurately captures income 
values above the threshold from that source. But most 
researchers interested in longer term trends in economic 
well-being have not used these cell means, because 
doing so would confuse real changes in income (based 
on the internal CPS) in 1995 with an increase in our ability 
to measure higher incomes using cell means.
Larrimore, Burkhauser, Feng, and Zayatz (2008) 
overcome this problem by creating a cell mean series 
based on internal CPS data that provides the mean of all 
values reported above the topcode threshold for all 
sources of income in the public-use CPS back to 1975 
using procedures for generating cell means that very 
closely match those used by the Census Bureau in recent 
years. Here, using this cell mean series together with 
public-use CPS data, we closely approximate the absolute 
and relative income of working-age men with work 
limitations found using the internal CPS data and compare 
our results with past work in the literature. We show that 
this past work misses the top part of the distribution of 
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household income for both men with and without work 
limitations. And, because working-age men with work 
limitations are less likely to be in the top part of the 
distribution of household incomes, previous estimates of 
their relative household income overstate their mean 
household income relative to that of their counterparts 
without work limitations. Hence, policy makers relying 
on public-use CPS data to measure the success of 
government policies to overcome the gap in economic 
well-being between working-age men with and without 
disabilities will overstate the relative economic well-
being of working-age men with work limitations. Here, 
for the first time, we provide both levels and trends in the 
mean incomes of working-age men with and without 
disabilities and their ratios that account for the missing 
top part of the distribution (see Note 1).
Data
Measuring Economic Well-Being
We follow standard procedures for measuring the 
economic well-being of working-age men (aged 21–58) in 
the literature by examining their size-adjusted household 
income (for details, see Gottschalk & Danziger, 2005). In 
examining household income at the person level, we 
assume that total household income is shared equally 
among household members regardless of its source. To 
adjust for household size, accounting for economies of 
scale within households, we divide total household income 
by the square root of the number of individuals living in the 
household and assign that value to each person in our 
sample. We restrict our sample to individuals not living in 
group quarters or in households containing members of the 
military. To report income consistently over time, we adjust 
all income to 2004 dollars using the Consumer Price Index 
Research Series (CPI-U-RS) reported by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (for details, see Stewart & Reed, 1999).
Capturing the Working-Age Population  
With Disabilities
Since 1981, the CPS has included a question, “Does 
anyone in this household have a health problem or 
disability which prevents them from working or which 
limits the kind or amount of work they can do?” If any 
household member has a work limitation, there is a 
follow-up question to determine which member of the 
household has the limitation.
Although this work-limitation-based measure of 
disability is not as nuanced as those found in other data 
sets, it is widely used in the economics literature to cap-
ture the working-age population with disabilities (see, 
among others, Acemoglu & Angrist, 2001; Hotchkiss, 
2004). The public-use CPS is currently the only available 
data set containing both a consistently measured working-
age population with disabilities and excellent informa-
tion on their employment and economic well-being since 
1980. Nonetheless, the public-use CPS is not a perfect 
data set for measuring the socioeconomic outcome 
of those with and without disabilities (see Houtenville 
et al., 2009, for a detailed discussion of the quality 
of nationally representative data sets for measuring the 
employment and economic well-being of working-age 
people with disabilities).
Topcoding in the CPS
Each source of income—11 prior to 1987 and 24 since 
then—in the public-use CPS has a topcode. When the 
amount of income reported for an income source in 
the internal CPS is below or equal to the topcode thre s 
hold, that exact amount of income is reported for that 
income source in the public-use CPS. But when the 
amount is greater than the topcode threshold, the reported 
income from that source is suppressed. Income sources 
with topcodes include not just labor earnings but also 
nonlabor income including Supplemental Security 
Income, Workers’ Compensation, and other disability-
related transfers. And because topcodes on nonlabor 
income can be quite low, topcoding affects not only those 
with very high incomes but also those with relatively 
modest total income whose income from one or more 
sources exceeds the topcode threshold.
One challenge topcoding presents to researchers is that 
topcode thresholds vary inconsistently over time, leading 
to artificial increases or decreases in mean incomes as 
different fractions of the population are subject to 
topcoding each year. That is, in years where the threshold 
remains the same, additional income will be missed, 
and in years when topcode thresholds are increased, it 
is difficult to separate real increases in income from 
increases in measured income because of topcode 
increases (see Levy & Murnane, 1992, for a more formal 
statement of this problem; the public topcode levels for 
each CPS year can be found in Larrimore et al., 2008).
Topcoding also has implication for measuring the 
relative incomes of subsamples of the population. If the 
income distribution of the working-age population with 
work limitations is identical to that of the working-age 
population without work limitations, then individuals in 
both groups will be topcoded at the same rate. Although 
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the mean incomes of both will be lower, these means 
would be reduced by the same percentage from the 
topcodes, and their comparative mean incomes will be 
unchanged. However, if working-age people with work 
limitations are topcoded at lower rates, topcoding will 
artificially raise the ratio of their mean income relative to 
those without work limitations because their observed 
mean income will be less artificially depressed than that 
of working-age people without work limitations.
Prevalence and Sources of Topcoding 
Among Individuals With Work Limitations
Prevalence
Even though the incomes of working-age men with 
work limitations are generally lower than the incomes of 
working-age men without work limitations, topcoding is 
a problem that affects both populations. Between 1981 
and 1994, less than 1% of men with work limitations 
were topcoded. But this proportion has grown since then 
and was just over 3% in 2006. While topcoding is 
prevalent among those with work limitations, it has 
always been more so among working-age men without 
work limitations and has grown to over 5% in 2006. 
Thus, although income is suppressed for both groups, we 
expect that the difference between the observed and the 
true mean income is greater for those without work 
limitations. As a result, correcting for topcoding will 
show that individuals with work limitations are relatively 
worse off than previous research has shown.
To further explore the impact of changing the topcodes 
on the observed mean incomes of working-age men with 
and without work limitations, we examined where they 
fall in the overall income distribution. Figure 1 reports 
the percentage of working-age men in each percentile of 
the size-adjusted household income distribution with 
work limitations—aggregated over the entire period of 
our data (1980–2006). If they were equally distributed 
across the income distribution, all three lines in Figure 
1—the mean percentage of working-age men with work 
limitations in our aggregated years in each percentile as 
well as the minimum and maximum percentage of such 
men in any one of our aggregated years (1980–2006)—
would be perfectly horizontal. But as Figure 1 shows, 
this is not the case. Because those with work limitations 
are disproportionately at the lower end of the income 
distribution, each line slopes downward. Thus, given this 
Figure 1 
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Source: Authors’ calculation using internal March Current Population Survey data.
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spread of working-age men across the income distribution, 
topcodes will disproportionately lower the reported 
income of working-age men without work limitations 
and, other things equal, will cause researchers to overstate 
the incomes of working-age men with work limitations 
relative to their counterparts without work limitations.
Sources
Although the difference in overall topcoding rates 
alone will lead to an overstatement of the relative 
economic well-being of working-age men with work 
limitations, topcoding problems extend beyond different 
topcoding rates. Because topcodes are placed on each 
source of income rather than on total household income, 
topcodes on different sources suppress different amounts 
of income. Topcodes on wage and salary income often 
suppress tens of thousands of dollars of income because 
the tail of the distribution on this source of income is quite 
long. In contrast, topcodes on some nonlabor income 
sources like Workers’ Compensation or Supplemental 
Security Income payments have much shorter tails because 
of program benefit limits. Thus, their suppressed income 
is more in the range of a few hundred dollars.
Although the percentage of topcoded men with and 
without work limitations has grown over time, the 
relative importance of topcoding by income source is 
markedly different between the two groups. Working-
age men with work limitations are much less likely to be 
topcoded on their own labor earnings than their 
counterparts without work limitations. In contrast, men 
with work limitations are much more likely to be 
topcoded on their own nonlabor income sources. Own 
nonlabor income, however, contains a very heterogeneous 
group of income sources that includes government 
transfers as well as private nonlabor earnings such as 
dividends and interest income. The driving factor causing 
working-age men with work limitations to be topcoded 
more frequently for own nonlabor income is that a 
relatively large percentage of these men are topcoded for 
Social Security, Supplemental Security Income, Workers’ 
Compensation, or disability transfers. In contrast, 
topcoding for men without work limitations in the own 
nonlabor earnings category is primarily from rent, 
interest, and dividends (see Note 2).
Methods to Correct for  
Topcoding Problems
Various methods are available to control for topcoding 
in the public use CPS data. One method (Unadjusted 
Public Use) is to simply use the unadjusted public-use 
CPS data as presented by the Census Bureau. However, 
this will confuse real changes in mean income with 
changes in reported income due to topcoding. In addition, 
as discussed previously, starting in 1995, the Census 
Bureau began providing a cell mean to use for all 
topcoded values in the public-use CPS, but because cell 
means were not provided for earlier years, this major 
change in the reported income values among topcoded 
individuals results in a significant increase in measured 
income in 1995 and beyond (see Burkhauser, Feng, & 
Jenkins, 2009). For instance, in 1995, the use of cell 
means increases the average reported primary labor 
earnings of those men who were topcoded from $150,000 
to $308,691.
A second approach (No Cell Mean Public Use) is to 
simply ignore the introduction of cell means and use a 
series where all individuals who are topcoded are 
assigned income at the topcode level even after the 
introduction of cell means in 1995. For instance, this No 
Cell Mean series would correct for the jump in income 
among the men without disabilities discussed above who 
were assigned a cell mean value of $308,691 by assigning 
them the threshold value of $150,000. But this does not 
remedy the problem of inconsistent topcode threshold 
changes over time and will therefore still provide an 
inaccurate picture of income trends.
A more sophisticated approach discussed for labor ear-
ning by Burkhauser, Butler, Feng, and Houtenville (2004) 
and for income by Burkhauser, Couch, Houtenville, and 
Rovba (2004) is to create a consistent topcode series 
(Consistent Topcoded Public Use). For each income 
source, this series finds the year where the topcode cuts 
most deeply into that source’s income distribution and 
then chooses a topcode threshold that cuts that deeply 
into that source’s income distribution in all other years. 
For example, 1.31% of individuals with wage earnings 
were topcoded in the public-use CPS data in 2001, which 
is the highest percentage of individuals topcoded for 
wage earnings in any year. Thus, in all years, we imposed 
a topcode such that 1.31% of individuals with wage 
earnings are topcoded in that year. A similar procedure 
was followed for all 24 sources of income to create the 
Consistent Topcoded Public Use series.
The advantage of this approach is that all observed 
changes in the well-being of individuals with work 
limitations are due to real changes in the income 
distribution because a consistent fraction of the population 
is topcoded in each year. However, this consistency 
comes at the cost of topcoding a larger fraction of the 
population in all other years. In our case, where we are 
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looking at working-age men who are topcoded at a 
higher rate than the general population, the cut into the 
data using consistent topcoding is around 7%. (That is, 
we follow only the bottom 93% of the population.) This 
is about twice the cut in the data for the general 
population reported by Burkhauser, Butler, et al. (2004) 
and Burkhauser, Couch, et al. (2004).
The Consistent Topcode Public Use series will 
consistently capture the bottom 93% of the distribution. 
But, because more of the income of working-age men 
without disabilities is missed by consistently reducing 
topcodes, doing so will reduce their mean income by more 
than that of their counterparts with work limitations. 
Hence, it will consistently overestimate the mean income 
of working-age men with work limitations relative to 
working-age men without work limitations by dispropor-
tionately excluding the top part of the income distribution.
Given this limitation, we use another method for 
controlling for topcoding that uses the cell means series 
found in Larrimore et al. (2008). These cell means 
provide the mean incomes from the internal CPS of all 
individuals topcoded in the public-use data from the 
same income source. As a result, unlike with the previous 
series where some income reported in the internal data is 
excluded in the public-use data because only the topcode 
value is reported for some percentage of the population, 
using the cell mean as the income value assigned to all 
topcoded individuals will, when summed, equal in total 
the total income found in the internal data. And it does so 
while maintaining the confidentiality of the actual 
income of topcoded individuals in the public-use data 
because the actual incomes of those topcoded individuals 
based on the internal data are still not revealed. Therefore, 
it is now possible to create a consistent cell mean series 
that when used with the public-use CPS (Cell Mean 
Public Use), will better match the income distributions 
found in the internal March CPS data for working-age 
men with and without work limitations, as we will 
demonstrate below (see Note 3).
Comparison of Mean Income  
by Work Limitation Status
In Table 1, we first compare the mean incomes of 
working-age men with and without work limitations 
from 1987 to 2004 using the Cell Mean Public Use series 
to those using the Unadjusted Public Use series, the No 
Cell Mean Public Use series, the Consistent Topcode 
Public Use series, and the internal CPS data used by the 
Census Bureau (Internal). For each series, the first and 
second columns present the mean household size-
adjusted income of working-age men with and without 
work limitations, respectively. The third column is the 
ratio of these two values, measuring the mean economic 
well-being of working-age men with work limitations 
relative to such men without work limitations.
Because the Census Bureau has provided cell means in 
the Unadjusted Public Use data since 1995, the mean 
household income of working-age men with ($26,455) 
and without ($46,228) work limitations in 2004 captured in 
the Unadjusted Public Use data is the same as our Cell 
Mean Public Use mean income values. More importantly, 
both are very close to the values ($26,444 and $46,134) in 
the 2004 Internal data. So, for those simply interested in 
comparing the relative income of those with and without 
work limitations in years since 1995 when the Census 
Bureau first provided cell means, the current Unadjusted 
Public Use data or our Cell Mean Public Use data nicely 
capture the means in the Internal data. Because our Cell 
Mean Public Use data uses cell means in all years, for those 
interested in trends in these series prior to 1995, it provides 
yearly means very close to those from the Internal data in all 
these years. In contrast, the Unadjusted Public Use data are 
flawed because they do not provide cell means for persons 
above the topcode values before 1995, causing most yearly 
comparisons of before-1995 years to after-1995 years 
using this series to artificially show a greater decline in the 
relative income of those with work limitations than found 
using the more accurate Cell Mean Public Use series.
In contrast to these three series, both the No Cell 
Mean Public Use series and the Consistent Topcode 
Public Use series understate the mean income of both 
those with and those without a work limitation in all 
years since the former does not use cell means to adjust 
for topcoding and the latter focuses only on the bottom 
93% of the income distribution. In principal, the ratio of 
these two values could be greater or less than the ratio in 
the Cell Mean Public Use and Internal series. But, as we 
have shown, those with work limitations are less likely 
to be topcoded, and the suppressed values of their 
topcoded incomes are likely to be smaller than their 
counterparts without disabilities. Hence, it is not 
surprising that in all years, we find that the ratio from 
either of these series is higher when using the Cell Mean 
Public Use and Internal series. Thus, although the 
Consistent Topcoding Public Use series makes it possible 
to consistently measure the mean income of the bottom 
93% of the income distribution, because working-age 
men with disabilities are overrepresented in this 
population, its ratio overstates the relative mean income 
of working-age men with disabilities in all years.
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Using Cell Means to Evaluate Trends in 
Economic Well-Being From 1980 to 2006
Because the Census Bureau provided us only with 
internal CPS data through 2004, and it does not contain 
work limitation information prior to 1987, we can only 
compare our Cell Mean Public Use series with the Internal 
CPS series for 1987 to 2004. But the public-use CPS 
includes self-reported work limitation information 
beginning in the 1981 survey for income year 1980. So 
we are able to use the cell means we created with the 
internal data (independent of work limitation status) and 
assign cell mean values to those with and without work 
limitations who have sources of income that were topcoded 
between 1980 and 1986 in the public-use CPS data. We 
can also use the cell means provided by the Census 
Bureau for years after 2004 to extend our cell mean series 
to 2006 allowing us to observe more recent trends.
Hence, the Cell Mean Public Use series we provide in 
Table 1 for the first time provides cell mean adjusted 
mean income values constructed from the public-use 
CPS for working-age men with and without work 
limitations from 1980 to 2006. As can be seen, the mean 
household size-adjusted income of working-age men 
with and without work limitations has increased over 
this period, but the gains have been far less for those 
with work limitations. Unfortunately, because of the 
trend break in 1992 in the Internal CPS that our Cell 
Mean Public Use series also picks up, we cannot observe 
trends across the entire 27-year sample. Instead, we look 
at the trends from 1980 to 1992 and 1993 to 2006, sepa-
rately. We find that between 1980 and 1992, the relative 
income of working-age men with disabilities fell from 
.618 of working-age men without disabilities to .599. 
Between 1993 and 2006, it fell from .558 to .537.
Conclusion
Because individuals with disabilities generally have 
relatively low incomes, a common misperception is that 
topcoding is irrelevant when exploring their economic 
well-being. However, because the Census Bureau assigns 
topcodes to each source of income and not to total 
household income, individuals in the public-use CPS 
with work limitations are topcoded at significant rates, 
which have been growing in recent years.
Although topcoding suppresses the income of those 
with work limitations, the suppressed income from the 
topcodes tends to be lower for them than their counterparts 
without work limitations who are more likely to have 
suppressed labor income. This is the reason that we find 
that working-age men with work limitations are compa-
ratively worse off than previously thought based on 
previous research using the public-use CPS. As shown 
in Table 1, the ratio of incomes between working-age 
men with and without work limitations using our cell 
mean series with the public-use CPS closely matches 
the internal CPS, whereas the ratios using previously 
avai lable methods are 2 to 3 percentage points higher.
When we use our cell mean series with public-use 
CPS data to look at the relative economic well-being of 
working-age men with work limitations over the period 
from 1980 to 2006, we confirm and more precisely 
measure the very long-term decline in the relative 
economic well-being of working-age men with work 
limitations. Policy makers relying on differences in 
levels and trends in the economic well-being of working-
age men with and without work limitations, which do not 
use this series to gauge the success of government 
policies, will overstate their success in narrowing the 
economic well-being between working-age men with 
and without disabilities.
Notes
1. A similar analysis for working-age women is available on 
request from the authors. Because men continue to be the primary 
labor earners in U.S. households, the differences in household size-
adjusted income we find between working-age women with and 
without work limitations are somewhat smaller than the ones reported 
here for men, but the patterns are the same.
2. Tables containing the exact percentages of individuals with and 
without work limitations who are topcoded on each of these sources for 
years from 1980 to 2006 are available on request from the authors.
3. See Larrimore et al. (2008) for a more detailed discussion of our 
extended cell mean series and the procedures we followed to protect 
the confidentiality of respondents. The Census Bureau also censors 
high incomes in the internal CPS data (for a fuller discussion, see 
Welniak, 2003; Feng, Burkhauser, & Butler, 2006; Burkhauser, Feng, 
Jenkins, & Larrimore, 2008). So allowing researchers to match results 
in the internal CPS will not solve this remaining problem. Nonetheless, 
it greatly mitigates the general problem of censoring because the 
censoring points in the internal CPS data are substantially higher and 
tend to be more stable over time than their public-use counterparts. In 
addition, the censored internal CPS data are the same data used by the 
Census Bureau when producing their official inequality statistics in 
the United States, so any problems from censoring are no worse than 
those used in these official statistics (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007).
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